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5HOW	TO	USE	THIS	BOOK
This book is the second major output of Possibility Thinking, 
which began as a collaborative project funded by the Further 
Education Trust for Leadership (FETL) and led by the Royal Society 
for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce 
(RSA). It has engaged leaders from across the further education 
and skills sector, enabling them to connect directly with thought 


























6FETL and our colleagues at the RSA hope that the optimism of these 
papers will prove infectious and that they will provide, in Dame Ruth 
Silver’s words, an incitement both to thought and to interactive, systemic 
action visible in our organisations and networks. Large-scale and ongoing 
reform and the emerging reality of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU will 
pose huge challenges for a sector which has always proven itself adaptable 
and resilient in the face of change. That’s part of our DNA. FETL believes 
that we must now demonstrate our capacity to be creative, innovative 
and forward-thinking in order to emerge from this period of turbulence 
confident, purposeful and on the front foot. Taking the ideas of this book  
to the wider FE and skills constituency, and providing space and 
opportunity to reflect on and engage with them, are what we – and  
this book – are all about.
FETL would like to thank all the contributors and the FE and skills leaders 
who took part in the three summits. We would particularly like to thank 
the RSA staff and fellows who have worked with FETL throughout the 
project and especially on its first major published output, Possibility 
Thinking: Reimagining the Future of Further Education and Skills.
February 2017
Dame Ruth Silver is the founding President 
of FETL. She served as Principal of Lewisham 
College for 17 years until 2009 and became 
chair of the Learning and Skills Improvement 






The Further Education Trust for Leadership emerged in a period  
of significant turbulence in the further education and skills sector. 
Now, as we review our progress to date and enter a new phase 
in our activities, the sector appears to have reached yet another 
existential turning point. A range of factors, including curriculum 
change, funding cuts, area-based reviews and the government’s 
commitment to the creation of three million new apprenticeship 
starts by the end of the current parliament, present not only 
challenges but also opportunities, for those prepared to raise 
their heads from day-to-day preoccupations and think boldly  
and creatively about the future and what it might hold. It is to 
just such thinking that this publication, the second substantial 
fruit of a project which began as a collaboration between FETL 
and the RSA, and which has been enriched by the participation  














Dame Ruth Silver  
President 




































































Philippa Cordingley is Chief Executive of the 
Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence 
in Education (CUREE) and is an internationally 
acknowledged expert in using evidence to 
develop education policy and practice.
Paul Crisp is Managing Director of CUREE and 
its Chief Information Officer. He is Teaching 
and Leadership Advisor (for the West Midlands) 
and a National Leader of Governance for the 
National College of Teaching and Leadership.
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What if the further education and skills sector 
became a genuinely self-improving system 
with the trust and capacity to determine its 
own future?
Philippa Cordingley  
and Paul Crisp
Introduction
The further education and skills (FES) sector in England continues 
to prove itself flexible and adaptive to the many and changing 
demands made of it. Its position at the overlap between formal 
schooling, vocational education, plus, in some cases, higher 
level academic study, has left it exposed to competing models 
of quality assurance and, in turn, attenuated models of quality 
improvement. This paper explores and imagines three ‘what if’ 
responses to quality improvement which together could create a 
strong platform for establishing FE as a more widely recognised 
self-improving system. Building self-improvement inevitably 
requires clarity about where improvements are needed and can 
make most difference. 


























































































































































































































































































































David Hughes became Chief Executive of the Association of Colleges 
in September 2016. He was Chief Executive of the Learning and 
Work Institute (previously the National Institute of Adult Continuing 
Education) from 2011 to 2016. He previously worked for the Learning 
and Skills Council and Skills Funding Agency where he led funding 
relationships with providers.
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Mark Dawe is Chief Executive of the 
Association of Employment and Learning 
Providers. He was previously Chief Executive 
of OCR, the exam board, and Principal of 
Oaklands FE College.
21
What if we had the more integrated, inclusive 
and responsive employment and skills 
provision needed in post-Brexit Britain?
Mark Dawe
My background as a civil servant, college principal, leader of a 
national awarding organisation and now chief of the trade body 
that represents work-based learning providers means that I have 
followed the debates around changes to post-16 education from 
almost every perspective. In my previous role, I witnessed the 
relentless focus on GCSEs and A-levels, school performance tables 
and the struggle to identify what it is we really should be focusing 
on to ensure our young people are best equipped for the future 



















































10		For	example,	Strycharczyk,	D.	and	Bosworth,	C.	2016.	Developing Employability and 





























Leitch – a wasted opportunity
This	is	hardly	revolutionary	thinking.	Ten	years	ago,	Lord	Sandy	Leitch	
was	asked	by	Gordon	Brown	‘to	identify	the	UK’s	optimal	skills	mix	for	

































12		Leitch,	Lord	S.	2006.	Leitch Review of Skills: Prosperity for all in the global economy 


















































































































































































































































































































Mike Smith OBE is Chief Executive of Gen2. He has over 25 years of 
experience working both with and in the further education and skills 
sector. Prior to working for Gen2, he worked for 20 years in the nuclear 
industry in a variety of senior roles. A chartered engineer by profession, 
he has experience in the design and delivery of high-quality training 




Pauline Tambling CBE is CEO of Creative 
and Cultural Skills. Previously she worked in 
several senior roles at Arts Council England, 
where she set up the £130m Creative 
Partnerships programme to connect schools 
with creative practitioners. She was awarded 
a CBE in 2014 for services to education and 
training in the cultural sector.
35
Expectations of work are changing. It is very rare now for workers 
to stay in one company for a whole career. Workers chop and 
change. Permanent employment is being replaced by short-term 
contracts and dependency on freelancers. On current trends, there 
will be more freelancers in the UK than those working in the public 
sector by 2020.19 Young people entering the job market now will 
not be in a ‘career for life’ and will have a series of jobs over a 
career. They may become ‘career jugglers’, part of the ‘slash’ 
generation whereby they have a number of different roles which 
together make up a weekly income: work that pays the bills 
supplemented by work that provides more job satisfaction. They 
might describe themselves as administrator/artist, account 














What if the development of learners’  



































21		Frey,	C.B.	and	Osborne,	M.A.	2013.	The Future of Employment: How susceptible 





























22		Consilium.	2013.	What do we know about the role of arts in the delivery of social 
care?	Leeds:	Skills	for	Care.	
















































































































































































































Shakira Martin is Vice-President, Further Education, National Union of 
Students. She was re-elected uncontested for a second term in 2016 and 
has been the champion of a campaign to demonstrate to ministers the 
impact area-based reviews are having on learners. 
44
 5
Bill Lucas is Professor of Learning and Director 
of the Centre for Real-World Learning at the 
University of Winchester. An acknowledged 
thought leader in pedagogy and the author  
of many books and articles about learning  
of all kinds, Bill is a founder member of  
the City and Guilds Alliance for Research  
in Vocational Education.
45
In all the recent government documents about vocational 
education my favourite quotation is: ‘Learners must demand high 
quality pedagogy which will necessitate that stronger links are 
built between employers, teachers and teaching’.25 I imagine 
thousands of apprentices rising up from their labours to march  
on the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills in London 













25		BIS	and	Skills	Funding	Agency.	2014.	Skills Funding Statement 2013-2016. 
London:	Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills.
26		For	example,	Lucas,	B.,	Claxton,	G.	and	Spencer,	E.	2012.	How to teach vocational 





What if the further education and  





























































28		Claxton,	G.	2013.	School as an Epistemic Apprenticeship: The Case of Building 
Learning Power.	London:	British	Psychological	Society.
29		Fuller,	A.	and	Unwin,	L.	2008.	Towards Expansive Apprenticeships: A commentary 
by the Teaching and Learning Research Programme.	London:	TLRP/ESRC.
30		Duckworth,	A.	and	Seligman,	M.	2005.	Self-Discipline	Outdoes	IQ	in	Predicting	
Academic	Performance	of	Adolescents.	Psychological Science,	16(12):	939–944.
31		Berger,	R.	2003.	An Ethic of Excellence: Building a culture of craftsmanship with 
students. Portsmouth,	NH:	Heinemann	Educational	Books.
32		Perkins,	D.	2009.	Making Learning Whole: How seven principles of teaching can 
transform education.	San	Francisco:	Jossey-Bass.
33		Hetland,	L.,	Winner,	E.,	Veenema,	S.	and	Sheridan,	K.	2007.	Studio Thinking: The 
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What kind of teaching for what kind of learning?	London:	SSAT.

























































































Stuart Rimmer is Principal of Great Yarmouth College. He was previously 
Director of Quality and Enterprise at Lancaster and Morecambe College.
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Carole Stott MBE is chair of the board of 
governors at Bath College. She is also chair 
of the Association of Colleges’ board and 
WorldSkills UK, which is responsible for 
WorldSkills competitions and the Skills Show.
55
What if college governors took  
a more dynamic, central role in  
strategy development?
Carole Stott
At its heart, good governance is about mission, values and strategy. 
This should be true in any sector, not just further education. Of 
course, all corporate governance has a duty to protect the interests 
of the college, company or organisation; and in the case of charities, 
including exempt charities such as colleges, this means acting in the 
best interests of the charity’s beneficiaries. Good corporate 
governance must also scrutinise and oversee the organisation’s 
performance, within a framework of accountability that ensures that 
strategies are effectively executed, risk is managed, and the long-
















































































































42		Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills.	2011.	New Challenges, New 

































































44		The English Colleges’ Foundation Code of Governance, Association	of	Colleges,	2011; 







































































































































45		Leitch,	Lord	S.	2006.	Leitch Review of Skills: Prosperity for all in the global economy 

















































Shane Chowen is Head of Policy and Public Affairs at the Learning and 
Work Institute. He is also a governor at Westminster Kingsway City and 
Islington College Group in London. He is a graduate of City College 
Plymouth and was Vice-President, Further Education, of the National 
Union of Students between 2009 and 2011.
 7
Sir Michael Barber is Pearson’s Chief Education 
Advisor. Previously, he was Head of McKinsey’s 
global education practice and served the UK 
government as head of the Prime Minister‘s 
Delivery Unit (2001–2005) and as Chief Adviser 

























48		Ford,	M.	2015.	Rise of the robots: Technology and the threat of mass unemployment. 
Oneworld	Publications.
49		Frey,	C.B.	and	Osborne,	M.	2013.	The future of employment: How susceptible are jobs 
to computerization?	Oxford:	Oxford	Martin	School,	University	of	Oxford.	http://www.
oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf	
What if further education and skills led the 




















Pearson	recently	published.	Called	Intelligence Unleashed: An argument 


















































































53		Porter,	N.	2015.	Crossing the line: Improving success rates among students retaking 








































































































































































































































































Bob Harrison is Chair of Governors at Northern College, was a member 
of FELTAG and is a trustee of the UFI Trust. Donald Clark is an 
entrepreneur, professor and international speaker.
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 8
Anthony Painter is Director of the RSA’s 
Action and Research Centre. In his work on 
policy development, he focuses on a range 
of policy issues, including the impact of new 
technology on the economy and society, 
reform to welfare and learning and skills, and 
reform to public services and a range of public 
institutions. He is Vice-Chair of Hackney 
Community College.
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What if further education colleges led a ‘Cities 
of Learning’ movement in the UK?
Anthony Painter
The sustained embattlement of the further education and skills 
sector over the past few years has severely damaged its self-
confidence. As if a resource crunch of hitherto unimaginable 
proportions was not enough, in wades Her Majesty’s Chief 
Inspector to dismiss (clumsily) the sector as ‘failing’.63 Within  
this melee, it is next to impossible to articulate a clear message 
of value for further education in the context of national goals of 
social mobility, inclusivity, productivity and meeting the needs  































































Digital learner engagement, rooted in the real world of 
our cities and regions























































Could FE lead a ‘city of learning’-type initiative  













































































































































































Ann Limb is chair of South East Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership 
(SEMLEP), one of 39 private-sector-led economic development 
partnerships (LEPs). She was formerly group chief executive and main 
board director of the University for Industry and was responsible, as a 
senior civil servant, for the implementation of the UK government’s 
flagship e-learning initiative, learndirect.
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Paul Little is Principal and Chief Executive of 
City of Glasgow College and has led several 
other colleges in Scotland and Northern 
Ireland. Internationally, he has worked with 
the South African and Lithuanian governments 
and represented the UK at the fifteenth 
Commonwealth Ministers Summit and at  
the US Community Colleges Convention.
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What if further education colleges  





In September 2010 the college landscape in Scotland was 
transformed dramatically when the first of a new breed of super 
colleges, City of Glasgow College, was successfully established 
from the pathfinder multi-college merger of three specialist 
colleges: Central College Glasgow, Glasgow Metropolitan College 














































Inspiration, excellence and innovation
Dame	Ruth	Silver	notes	in	her	foreword	to	A Blueprint for Fairness: The 












































































































































































































































Sue Rimmer OBE has been Principal and Chief Executive of South 
Thames College for more than 12 years. She has worked in the further 
education sector for more than 30 years and was awarded an OBE in the 





The Further Education Trust for 
Leadership’s vision is of a further 

















Creative conversations on the future of further education and skills. FETL.
ABOUT FETL
The Further Education Trust for 
Leadership’s vision is of a further 
education sector that is valued and 
respected for:
•	 	Innovating	constantly	to	meet	the	needs		
of	learners,	communities	and	employers;
•	 	Preparing	for	the	long	term	as	well		
as	delivering	in	the	short	term;	and
•	 	Sharing	fresh	ideas	generously	and		
informing	practice	with	knowledge.
Website: www.fetl.org.uk 
Email: enquiries@fetl.org.uk 
 @FETforL
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